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1955 SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
HOUSING- ARRANGEMENTS OF CONSUMERS
1
The 1955 Survey of Consumer Finances
shows that one-third more nonfarm families
owned their homes in early 1955 than in
early 1948. The growth in home ownership
reflects not only changes in family composi-
tion and in income status, but also the con-
tinuing availability of mortgage financing on
generally favorable terms. The Survey also
shows growth in the proportion of owner-
occupied houses that are mortgaged and in
the average size of mortgage debt.
Increase in population and movement of
people from one part of the country to an-
other, combined with generally favorable
economic conditions, have maintained high
levels of demand for housing. They also
help to account for the fact that early this
year half of all nonfarm families had oc-
cupied their living quarters for less than
five years.
FACTORS AFFECTING HOUSING ARRANGEMENTS
The 1955 Survey indicates that changes in
a family's housing arrangements are asso-
ciated with changes in the size and composi-
tion of the family, in its financial position,
1This is the last of a series of four articles presenting the
results of the 1955 Survey of Consumer Finances conducted
by the Federal Reserve System in cooperation with the
Survey Research Center of the University of Michigan. The
first article, presenting information on the economic outlook
of consumers and their plans for purchasing durable goods
and houses, was published in the March BULLETIN. The
second article, published in the May BULLETIN, dealt with
purchases of consumer durable goods in 1954; and the third,
appearing in the June BULLETIN, analyzed the financial
position of consumers.
This article was prepared by John Frechtling of the Con-
sumer Credit and Finances Section of the Board's Division
of Research and Statistics. A close working relation has been
maintained with the Survey Research Center at all stages of
the work, and the author has had the benefit of suggestions
from the Center's staff, particularly James N. Morgan and
Herbert Mohring.
in the job location of the breadwinner, and
in housing costs.
2 Individual preference for
owning or renting, apart from the type of
housing obtained, also appears to enter into
consumer thinking about housing.
The Survey findings reported here rest in
large part on information regarding family
housing history, attitudes, and outlook ob-
tained this year for the first time. Experi-
ence has indicated that answers to questions
regarding attitudes and outlook are very
sensitive to wording and coding procedures.
Moreover, the questions regarding outlook
were asked without explicit reference to
expected financial changes. The findings
should therefore be taken as a broad view
of consumer attitudes toward housing rather
than as a measure of future action.
Dissatisfaction with current housing ar-
rangements was expressed by 15 per cent
of the home-owning families and by twice
as large a proportion of renters (see Table 1).
Many reasons were given, but insufficient
space was apparently the most common
source of dissatisfaction. Families having
less than one room per person expressed dis-
satisfaction more than twice as frequently
as those with more space. About 30 per
cent of the families owning homes of four
rooms or less were dissatisfied in contrast
2 In general, the discussion of housing arrangements is
based on family units, which are defined to include all per-
sons living in the same dwelling who are related by blood,
marriage, or adoption. Two or more family units may
occupy the same dwelling. For some purposes, however,
data based on spending units are used. The spending unit
includes all persons living in the same dwelling and related
by blood, marriage, or adoption who pool their incomes to
meet major expenses. Secondary spending units are those
that share or rent portions of dwellings owned or rented by
primary spending units.
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TABLE 1
CONSUMER ATTITUDES TOWARD PRESENT HOUSING ARRANGE-
MENTS, EARLY 1955

























































1 Includes only spending units responsible for rent of entire
dwelling unit.
2 Spending units that jointly rent homes, rent rooms from non-
relatives, receive housing as part of compensation, live temporarily
n houses they have sold, etc.
with about 10 per cent of the owners of
homes with more rooms. For renters, the
corresponding proportions were 35 and 23
per cent. The larger proportion of renters
than of home owners feeling their homes
were too small probably reflects the fact
that renters usually have one room less than
owners of similar age, income, and family
size. Also, rented quarters generally have
less space devoted to garages, basements, and
storage facilities.
Families appear to expand their living
space more readily than they contract it.
Throughout the period of growth, families
enlarge their homes and maintain about the
same number of rooms per person, as shown
in the chart. Later, parents tend to retain
their homes after their children move away,
and the number of rooms per person in-
creases.
Values of owner-occupied houses and rent
payments of renters do not appear to be
affected significantly by size of family, even
though larger families generally occupy
more rooms than smaller families. Home-
owning families of similar income tend to
have houses of similar value regardless of
the number of occupants, and much the
same is true of rent payments of renters.
Unfavorable location of their present
homes was mentioned by many families
desiring to move. High operating expenses
were cited more often by renters than by
home owners who expected to change
their housing arrangements. Expectation of
change in job location was mentioned by
one-third of the families feeling unsettled
in their present homes, but by only one-
eighth of the home owners with plans to
buy or build another house.
Survey questions regarding consumer
plans to buy or build homes did not deter-
mine directly why ownership was preferred
to renting. In many communities the choice
between owning and renting is basically a
choice between a house and an apartment.
Plans to buy or build a home may therefore
merely indicate a preference for living in a
house. The prevalence of such comments
as "we want to own our home," however,
suggests that additional factors are involved.
Possibly consumers feel that home owner-
ship provides greater independence than
renting. Favorable mortgage terms and con-
ROOMS PER PERSON
Median number, early 1955
2 T/2
V 1/2
All • Under 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65 and
families 25 over
AGE OF HEAD OF FAMILY
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sideration of capital gains have probably been
important to many purchasers.
Income appears to have been a major fac-
tor in the decision of many owner-occupants
to purchase a different home. In nearly all
age groups, the proportion of home owners
in early 1955 who had formerly owned a
different house was larger among those with
incomes of $5,000 or more than among those
with lower incomes (see Table 2). More
than 60 per cent of the families that had
changed their homes thought their present
home was more valuable than their former
one. This proportion increased with income.
The desire for additional space was also im-
portant. About 60 per cent of home-owning
families with children that had formerly
owned a different home indicated that their
present home was larger, and less than 25
per cent said it was smaller.
TABLE 2
OWNERS OF FORMER HOMES AMONG NONFARM HOME OWNERS
EARLY 1955
[Percentage withm


















































1 Home-owning family units that owned a former home as a
percentage of all nonfarm family units owning homes.
21954 family money income before taxes.
3Insufficient number of cases for computation.
Some home owners shift to other quarters,
especially at older age levels. In early 1955,
more than 40 per cent of the non-home-own-
ing spending units headed by persons 65
years of age or older had owned a home at
some time in the past. The corresponding
figure for the group 45-64 years of age was
only 25 per cent (see Table 3). When asked
why they had given up owner-occupancy,
about one-fourth indicated a change in job
location, and about one-fifth mentioned fi-
nancial difficulties. Older married persons
TABLE 3
FORMER OWNERS AMONG NON-HOME-OWNERS, EARLY 1955



































1 Non-home-owning spending units that formerly owned homes
as a percentage of all nonfarm non-home-owning spending units.
21954 money income before taxes.
NOTE.—Based on spending rather than family units in order
to take account of spending units that have moved in with rela-
tives and become part of another family instead of remaining a
separate family.
mentioned finances most frequently. Only
10 per cent of the former owners had found
their homes inadequate, and somewhat
fewer had found their locations unfavorable.
In many cases the reasons cited for giving
up home ownership relate to ownership of
a particular house, and do not necessarily
indicate permanent withdrawal from owner-
ship.
IMPORTANCE OF AGE AND FAMILY
COMPOSITION
Need for additional space and change in
financial condition are apparent in both the
present housing arrangements and the hous-
ing outlook of consumers within various
family status groups. The first housing of
a young unmarried person who has become
financially independent is typically with his
family or, less often, in rented quarters (see
Table 4). Early in 1955, nearly one-third of
such persons did not feel settled, or were
not completely satisfied with their quarters,
but relatively few had plans to buy or build
homes.
Following marriage, most young couples
rent their living quarters, but expect to make
a change soon in their housing arrange-
ments. In early 1955, only 3 in 10 of the
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TABLE 4
HOUSING STATUS RELATED TO AGE AND FAMILY STATUS, EARLY 1955
[Percentage distribution of nonfarm spending units within groups]























Married, no children under 18. ..
Married, youngest child under 6.
Married, youngest child 6 or over
Age 45-64:
Single.
Married, no children under 18
Married, children under 18


























































xAge refers to head of spending unit; "married" refers only to spending units that include both husband and wife; "single" refers
to unmarried, widowed, separated, and divorced persons without children.
2Spending units that receive housing as part of compensation, live temporarily in houses they have sold, etc.
3 Includes some spending units of types not covered in separate categories or for which information was not obtained. Together these
account for about 10 per cent of all nonfarm spending units.
younger renting couples without children
felt settled and 4 in 10 were planning to buy
or build a house within two years. Married
home owners under 45 years of age who did
not have children were more often satisfied
and settled.
By the time the family includes children,
home ownership becomes the usual arrange-
ment, and many nonowners look forward to
ownership. Plans to buy or build a first
home are more frequent among renting fam-
ilies with children under six years of age
than among renting families with older
children.
Home owners with children plan to buy
or build another home, or to make major
additions and repairs, more frequently than
those without children. Desire for addi-
tional space, as well as improvement in
financial conditions, is reflected in their
plans.
A larger proportion of single than of
married persons 65 or more years of age rent
their homes. This reflects in part the smaller
proportion of single persons who become
home owners at some time in their lives,
and in part the discontinuance of home own-
ership after the death of a spouse.
TREND TOWARD HOME OWNERSHIP
The rate of increase in the number of
owner-occupant families has been greater
than that of all families since early 1948,
and early this year 55 per cent of all non-
farm families owned their homes as com-
pared with 49 per cent in early 1948.
3 The
most striking increase in home ownership
has occurred among families headed by per-
sons 35-44 years of age, as shown in the
chart on the following page. In the early
postwar years this group included many
families that formerly had been unable to
purchase homes because of depression or
war. In early 1955, families in this age
group had experienced a decade of high and
rising incomes and had access to favorable
3 The number of home-owning families has increased from
18.6 million to 24.9 million and the number of renters has
risen from 16.9 to 18.2 million during this period. Only
those neither owning nor renting have decreased in num-
ber—2.4 million in 1948 to 2.0 million this year.
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HOME OWNERSHIP
WITHIN AGE GROUPS
Per cent of group
35.44 45-54 55-64
mortgage terms as well as large supplies of
building materials.
Factors previously discussed in connection
with the present housing arrangements and
outlook of nonfarm consumers have been
reinforced during the postwar years by the
backlog demand for housing resulting from
the dislocations of war and the depressed
levels of economic activity in the thirties.
Price and other financial considerations have
also favored owning rather than renting
homes. Since the removal of almost all rent
controls in 1949, rents have increased rela-
tively more than house values. The median
value placed on their homes by owner-oc-
TABLE 5:
CONSUMER PLANS TO BUY OR BUILD HOUSES








































cupants was $10,000 in early 1955 in contrast
with $8,000 in early 1949, an increase of 25
per cent. The median monthly rent of non-
farm renters rose from $35 to about $47 over
the same period, or by nearly 35 per cent.
Elements of continued strength in the de-
mand for owner-occupied housing are in-
dicated by the large proportion of nonfarm
spending units with plans to buy in 1955 or
1956. In early 1955 the proportion having
plans to purchase or build a house within
two years was larger than the proportion
with similar plans in the three earlier Sur-
veys (see Table 5). Execution of plans to
buy houses is, of course, conditioned by
developments; in the personal financial sit-
uation of the prospective buyer and by de-
velopments affecting the supply, cost, and
financing of houses.
INCREASE IN MORTGAGE DEBT
Availability of mortgage financing on
favorable terms during most of the post-
war period has encouraged owner-occupancy.
The number of mortgaged owner-occupied
houses has increased from 8.7 million in
early 1949 to 13.2 million early this year.
4
The proportion of owner-occupied houses
that are mortgaged has increased from 45
to 54 per cent in the same period and the
median size of mortgage has increased from
$3,000 to $4,700 (see Table 6). Mortgages
have increased in size more rapidly than
house values; in early 1955, 3 in 10 mort-
gages equalled 60 per cent or more of the
owners' estimates of home value in contrast
with 2 in 10 in early 1949.
The dominant factor in the increased
number and proportion of houses that are
4 The discussion of mortgaged homes omits owner-
occupied properties of three or more dwelling units and
apartments in cooperative projects. These exclusions amount
to less than 1 per cent of all owner-occupied properties,
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mortgaged has been the continuing high
level of home purchases financed by mort-
gages during this period. Survey data in-
dicate that 80-85 per cent of home purchases
in recent years have involved mortgage
financing. The large volume of recent
mortgages, on which there has been little
amortization, has contributed to the rise in
the average size of mortgages outstanding.
Easing of terms in recent years has also
tended to increase the size of outstanding
mortgages by permitting larger mortgages
than in earlier years on homes of the same
price and by permitting extension of the
amortization period. Apart from changes
in terms, increases in house values reflecting
up-grading of housing standards as well as
general price increases have tended to raise
the amount of recent mortgages above those
placed in earlier years.
Smaller down payments and smaller in-
creases in real estate values account in large
part for the increase from 1950 to 1955 in
the ratios of mortgage debt to house values
which are shown in the accompanying chart
TABLE 6
NONFARM HOUSES CLASSIFIED BY VALUE AND MORTGAGE DEBT

























































*As estimated by respondents early in year indicated, except
that houses purchased during preceding year were valued at pur-
chase price.
2Early in year specified.
3 House value and amount of mortgage assigned if not determined
in interview.
4No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
5Fof mortgaged nouses only.
MORTGAGE STATUS HELMED TO
LENGTH OF H00S1 OWNERSHIP
Per cent of houses


























NOTE.—The chart shows the relationship of size of mortgage
debt to house value for owner-occupied nonfarm houses grouped
by period of owner-occupancy.
for homes owned less than five years. The
higher ratios in 1955 than in 1950 for homes
owned less than two years reflect primarily
the smaller down payments relative to the
purchase price in recent years. In the case
of homes owned between two and five years
the slower rise in values ill recent than in
earlier postwar years has contributed to the
increase in the ratios of mortgage debt to
house value.
The mortgage guarantee operations of the
Veterans Administration and Federal Hous-
ing Administration have been very signifi-
cant factors in postwar housing markets.
Approximately 1 in 5 respondents owning
mortgaged homes indicated that the mort-
gage originated under the VA program and
about the same proportion identified the
mortgage as PHA financed. While the Sur-
vey estimate of the number of VA mortgages
outstanding is veiy close to estimates derived
from VA records* the Survey estimate of
FHA mortgages is approximately 40 per
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TABLE 7
MORTGAGE DEBT AS A PERCENTAGE OF HOUSE VALUE IN RELATION TO AGE OF OWNER, VETERAN STATUS,
AND TERM OF OCCUPANCY, EARLY 1955
 1
[Percentage distribution of nonfarm home-owning families]







































































































































































xAge refers to head of unit, veteran status refers to presence in unit of veteran of World War II or Korea.
2Includes cases for which term of occupancy was not ascertained.
3No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
cent higher than estimates based on FHA
records. Reporting errors probably account
for this overestimate.
5
About 45 per cent of the mortgages of
families headed by persons under 45 years
of age and including veterans were reported
as VA mortgages.
6 The impact of the Vet-
erans Administration program is indicated
by a comparison of the mortgage status of
homes owned for similar periods of time by
families differing as to veteran status. In
general the homes of veterans were mort-
gaged more frequently than those of younger
nonveterans who had owned homes for
5 The VA program requires direct contact between the
mortgagor arid the guaranteeing agency to obtain a letter of
eligibility. The FHA procedure does not require such direct
contact. As a result, some respondents may have confused
mortgages held by Federal savings and loan associations or
even other mortgages requiring monthly amortization pay-
ments with FHA mortgages, or some may have remembered
that FHA financing had been available on the project in
which they bought even though they were not sure of the
type of mortgage they themselves had.
6 Only about one-eighth of the mortgages on homes owned
by nonveteran families of similar age and a very small pro-
portion of mortgages on homes owned by older families were
VA mortgages. The VA mortgages of families not including
veterans in early 1955 may have been obtained by veterans
who subsequently left the household or by the purchase
from veterans of houses subject to VA mortgages.
comparable periods. The favorable terms
on which mortgages were obtained by vet-
erans is indicated by the generally higher
ratio of mortgage debt to house value for
veterans' homes (see Table 7). The smaller
proportion of homes with mortgages among
older families is the result of generally
longer occupancy, of requirements for more
rapid amortization when older persons buy
homes, and of the ability of these older fam-
ilies to make larger down payments by use
of equities built up in their previous home
or by use of other savings.
Former ownership of a different home is
also important in the consideration of mort-
gage debt. In early 1955, about 70 per cent
of the families previously owning different
homes and purchasing their present home
in 1952 or later had mortgages in contrast
with 85 per cent of the families whose
1952-54 purchase was their first home. The
mortgages of the former group also tended
to be smaller relative to the value of the
home.
TECHNICAL NOTE
Revised estimates of sampling errors for
percentages based on Survey information are
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given in the accompanying tables. The re-
vised estimates reflect extensive computa-
tions completed since the publication of the
table of sampling errors on page 473 of the
May 1955 issue of the Federal Reserve BUL-
LETIN.
These generalized tables are based on com-
putation of sampling errors for many specific
statistics. They are conservative rather than
average values; the sampling errors of many
types of Survey data are smaller than the
values presented in the table.
A discussion of the factors affecting sam-
pling errors in the Survey of Consumer
Finances will be available on request from
the Division of Research and Statistics, Board
of Governors of the Federal Reserve System,
Washington 25, D. C.
APPROXIMATE SAMPLING ERRORS OF SURVEY FINDINGS
The chances are 95 in 100 that the value being estimated lies within
a range equal to the reported percentage plus or minus the number













































SAMPLING ERRORS OF DIFFERENCES
 X
Differences required for significance (95 per cent probability)
in comparisons of percentages derived from successive Surveys






























Size of sample or group
200 300 500 700
For percentages from about































































































1 Approximate size of sample, 1952-55.
!The sampling error does not measure the actual error that is
involved in specific Survey measurements. It shows that—'except
for nonsampling errors, errors in reporting, in interpretation, etc.—-
differences larger than those found in the table will arise by chance
in only 5 cases in 100.
2 Approximate size of annual Survey sample, 1952-55.
Note.—Supplementary tables for this article begin on the following page.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 1
HOUSING STATUS OF NONFARM FAMILIES






















Occupation of head of family:
Professional and semiprofessional
Managerial and self-employed.. ,
Clerical and sales
Skilled and semiskilled
Unskilled and service... ,
Retired
Age of head of family:








No veteran in family
One or more veterans
Size of community:
Metropolitan area
Other city, 50,000 and over













































































































































































































































































































































































1 Families that receive housing as part of compensation, live temporarily in houses they have sold, etc.
2No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
3Veteran of World War II or Korea in family, and head of family under 45 years of age.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 2
FAMILY INCOME WITHIN HOUSING STATUS GROUPS
[Percentage distribution of nonfarm families]
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 3
YEARS IN PRESENT RESIDENCE, EARLY 1955























































































































































1 Includes 5 per cent of nonfarm families that neither own nor
rent their homes.
2No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
1 In year prior to specified year.
2 Includes small proportion of families who receive housing as
part of compensation, live temporarily in houses they have sold,
etc.
3 Income assigned if not determined in interview.
4No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 4
OWNER'S APPRAISAL OF PRESENT AND FORMER HOME IN
RELATION TO INCOME










































1 Includes only nonfarm families that formerly have owned
another home.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 5
ROOMS PER PERSON IN RELATION TO AGE OF HEAD OF FAMILY
EARLY 1955



















































































^Includes cases for which age of head of family was not ascer-
tained.
3 No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cen:.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 6
CONSUMER RESPONSE TO STATED NEED FOR CHANGE IN
HOME, EARLY 1955
1
[Spending units stating need; as a percentage of nonfarm

















Plans to, buy a home,


























No plans, but unset-





























1 Refers to the 46 per cent of all nonfa^m spending units that plan
to buy or build a home or to make major additions or repairs, or
that are unsettled or find their present homes unsatisfactory.
2Plans to buy or build in 195$ or 1956, or, for owners, plans to
make major additions or repairs ($500 and over) in 1955.
3No plans to buy a home or to make additions or repairs.
4Includes only spending units responsible for rent of entire dwel-
ling; unit.
6Spending units that jointly rent homes, live with relatives, rent
rooms from nonrelatives, receive housing as part of compensation,
live temporarily in houses they have, sold, etc.
6No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 7
HOUSING OUTLOOK OF CONSUMERS, EARLY 1955






Plans to make major addi-
tions or repairs
 4








































































1 Includes only spending units responsible for the rent of the
entire dwelling, unit.
2Spending units that jointly rent homes, rent rooms from non-
relatives, receive housing as part of compensation, live temporarily
in houses they have sold, etc.
sIn 1955 or 1956.
4Additiqns or repairs of $500 and over in 1955; includes definite,
probable, and possible expenditures.
6No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
6The question was: "Do you feel that you have settled down to
stay here in this house or do you feel you may not stay here very
long?" Excludes spending units covered by preceding groups.
7The question was: "Would you say your present home is satis-
factory for your needs, or unsatisfactory, or what?" Excludes
spending units covered by preceding groups.
8Excludes spending units covered by preceding groups.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 8
HOUSING OUTLOOK WITHIN AGE AND FAMILY STATUS GROUPS, EARLY 1955
 1




6 . . .
Plans to make major additions
or repairs ^
No plans to buy or make addi-
tions or repairs:





Percentage of all nonfarm spending
units . .
Nonowners:
Plans to buy *
No plans:



































































































































































!Age refers to head of spending unit.
2 Includes some spending units not in separate categories and those for which age or family status was not ascertained.
3 Includes unmarried, widowed, separated, and divorced people without children.
4Includes only spending units in which both husband and wife are present.
5In 1955 or 1956; includes definite, probable, and possible purchase.
6No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
7Additions or repairs of $500 and over in 1955; includes definite, probable, and possible expenditures.
8For questions, see Supplementary Table 7, notes 6 and 7.
9Includes all spending units not previously accounted for.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 9
MONTHLY RENT OF NONFARM FAMILIES
[Percentage distribution of rent-paying nonfarm families]
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 10
EXPENDITURES ON HOME IMPROVEMENT AND MAINTENANCE










































































































LNo cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
1 Early in year specified.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 11
EXPENDITURES ON HOME IMPROVEMENT AND MAINTENANCE WITHIN FAMILY INCOME GROUPS, 1954



















































































*No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 12
ANNUAL MORTGAGE PAYMENTS BY NONFARM HOME-OWNING
FAMILIES







































1 Scheduled monthly payment multiplied by 12.
2Actual payments during previous year.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 13
MORTGAGE DEBT IN RELATION TO HOUSE VALUE
[Percentage distribution of owner-occupied nonfarm houses]






























































1 House value and amount of mortgage assigned if not determined
in interview.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 14
MORTGAGE DEBT IN RELATION TO HOUSE VALUE, BY TERM OF OWNER-OCCUPANCY

























































































































































i Includes cases for which term of owner-occupancy was not ascertained.
2Classifications were 5-10 years and 10-20 years.
3No cases reported or less than one-half of 1 per cent.
4House value and amount Of mortgage assigned if not determined in interview.
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SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 15
MORTGAGE. DEBT IN RELATION TO HOUSE VALUE WITHIN SPECIFIED. GROUPS^ EARLY 1955









Debt as a percentage of house value
Zero 1-19 20-39 40-59 60-79 80 and over
All home-owning nonfarm families














Former ownership of different, home:
First home owned
1


























































































i Includes families for which former ownership was not ascertained.
SUPPLEMENTARY TABLE 16






















































































^Purchases in each year were ascertained from interviews "early
in the following year.
2Data based on relatively small number of cases and should
be used with caution.
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